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I.

A NEW JOB - A NEW WORLD
WASHINGTON 1958-1970

Agathe Burckhardt-Sandreuter

When on June 28th, 1957, my husband was appointed to the post of Labor
Attache in Washington he was informed that he would have to be there on August
1st in order to attend the National Day celebrations with the Swiss colony. We
agreed that I would join him later since I had to wind up my teaching obligations
at the "Madchengymnasium Basel," find temporary homes for our three daughters
and last, but not least, learn how to drive a car.

At that time I also got

acquainted with "Protocol" which summoned me to pay my first formal call on
Madame Petipierre, wife of the Federal Councillor Max Petipierre, head of the
Political Department (Foreign Affairs). It was a very busy fall semester, but
when the movers came after New Year's Day, I was ready to leave for
Washington D. C.
My first meeting with Ambassador and Mrs. de Torrente and their
diplomatic staff took place at a farewell luncheon for a colleague. I went there
in a mixture of stage fright and plain curiosity.

Placed beside the jovial

ambassador I soon relaxed: when he doubtfully asked whether I took any wine,
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my affirmative answer was greeted with a smile, followed by an extensive lesson
on "les vins du Valais." Our colleagues turned out to be kind and indulgent
towards the newcomers. If there were sometimes competitions in the air, they
hardly touched us since we were not in the circuit of career promotions but
harmless outsiders. However, I was subject to the orders of Mrs. de Torrente,
as were all the other wives. We were called to attend embassy functions or to
escort Mrs. de Torrente to charity teas, exhibits, concerts, etc.
When Lukas was nominated Cultural Attache in addition to his first
appointment, the scale of our social obligations was considerably extended: we
had to be the hosts for all cultural events below the ambassadorial level, i.e.
concerts, lectures, movies, etc. in the conference hall of the embassy building
while the Ambassador usually received at his residence. Fortunately,. we also had
spacious facilities in our home in Chevy Chase where we could receive our guests
on a more personal level. I remember distinctly Heinz Meier's first lecture on
the history of Swiss American relations to which Lukas had invited the whole
embassy staff; the Ambassador thanked him for acting as his deputy.
From the American Field Service boys and girls to the Farm Youth
exchangees, from the : "Stauffacherin - Fondue" to the YWCA, not to forget the
German Language Society and even a Carnival Clique from Basel and many
more, we have· fed them all, be it at home or at the embassy.
Another obligation was our Red Cross service. In 1966 it was suggested
that the Swiss embassy participate symbolically in the work of the American Red
Cross.

Mrs. Schnyder, wife of our ambassador at that time, asked me to

organize a group of ladies who were not tied up with small children. We met
once a week at the Red Cross building to fold gauze swabs and sew djellabas and
pants for Algerian refugees. Later we changed to the Blood Donor Service which
brought us to the big office buildings, government departments and even to the
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FBI, where we took temperatures and poured orange juice.
Used to holding down a job, all these social activities kept me busy but
did not really interest me. Therefore, I was thrilled when in 1958 the Cultural
Counsellor van Muiden, Lukas' predecessor, begged me to help him out: he had
been asked to report on Swiss schools at a large panel organized by the
Washington, D.C. PTA. Having never attended a public school in Switzerland,
but only chic boarding schools, he felt completely at a loss. Of course I gladly
agreed to act as his deputy.
The panel turned out to be a large affair: Washington D.C. PTA had
assembled college teachers, employers and a number of concerned parents as well
as representatives of the Department of Education and the Association of
Educators. The former criticized the teaching of English in public schools as
being insufficient since college students, apprentices, and trainees had such poor
command of English spelling and grammar. The modern teaching methods were
violently blamed as compared to traditional ones.

In the discussion I had to

explain the Swiss method of teaching the written standard language (regular
German as opposed to the spoken dialect) at the junior high-school level: writing
8-10 essays a year which were graded by the teacher, then corrected by the

student and revised until final satisfaction was achieved for both. (Today, I am
afraid, we are not any more as meticulous as in the Fifties!) Having presented
my little story, I listened with great interest to the educational people who were
shocked at the "unfounded reproaches, while everybody knew that the American
public school system was the best." This was the first evening I spent in a 100%.
American surrounding and it led to a number of other PTA meetings in and
around Washington, D.C.

Once a year the local PTA used to organize an

international evening instead of the regular monthly meeting.

Up to four

members of different embassies were invited to report on their school systems.
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Thus I got to know a number of schools and some people I would never have met
on the cocktail round.
At about the same time, the Swiss started to criticize their schools for
being too strict, the programs being overloaded with difficult matters while in
America going to school seemed to be fun. Possibly this was a side effect of the
popular exchange programs.

Be it as it may, the Conference of the various

Cantonal Gymnasiums decided to send a delegation to the United States to find
out what could be improved in Swiss high schools.
On one of our next vacations in Switzerland, we were invited by the Basel
parliamentary committee on education to some sort of hearing on American
schools. Lukas reported on the legal differences, I described the practical ones:
from "The Star Spangled Banner" in the morning to extra-curricular activities in
the afternoon. Everybody was impressed by the difference between the American
week of five identical school days offering only 6 subjects (4 major, 2 minor) and
the Swiss one embracing 10-12 subjects in varied schedules. The counseling
system which allows every student to choose his/her own individual program was
met with general interest.

Apparently, the committee was satisfied with our

performance: the credit for the delegate from Basel was agreed upon and we
later had the pleasure of receiving the group in Washington.
There were about 10 members, all of them heads of Cantonal high schools
from different areas, French- and _German-speaking. Dr. Raeber, the director of
the venerable Gymnasium at the Benedictine Monastery of Einsiedeln, was the
organizer and leader of the group. He had spent several months in the States,
first to improve his English, then to visit schools.

I had the pleasure of

accompanying him to a number of high schools in the Washington area. · I
remember especially some Latin and history lessons which gave a striking
example of the differences between the American and the Swiss educational
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philosophy. Dr. Raeber had organized a number of visits to high schools in
different parts of the United States where the Swiss delegates found thorough
information.

A report was published in 1965, Gymnasiallehrer besuchen

amerikanische Schulen (Selbstverlag, 1965).
While the Swiss school authorities were looking for inspiration in their
search for modernization of our traditional system, criticism of the American
school system had not stopped in Washington. The PTA panel did not stand
alone. In 1957 the performance of the Russians' sputnik had· stirred up general
concern: "The Russians were after all not the incapable boors one had believed!"
One of the most pertinent voices in the discussion was that of Vice Admiral
Rickover, who blamed the American school system for the neglect of the exact
sciences, asking for higher standards in the technical professions: a fatal accident
on a nuclear submarine was apparently due to incompetent soldering work on the
outer plates. In 1962, Rickover (and his writer wife) published Swiss Schools
and Ours - Why Theirs Are Better (H. G. Rickover, 1962, Brown & Little) for
which the Swiss Embassy had provided the documents, especially the four-year
curriculum of the Mathematical and Scientific Gymnasium in Basel. We were
glad to be able to contribute factual information to the Rickovers' attempt to
improve the American school programs. Admiral Rickover's campaign, however,
did not meet with general approval. At a later assembly in Lisner Auditorium,
he was booed when he praised the European Gymnasiums' superiority over the
low standards of U.S. high schools: "That's why we had to bail them out"! one
irate citizen countered.
During the first two years of our stay in Washington, Dwight D.
Eisenhower was still the President of the United States. But the elections of 1960
promised to be interesting: Kennedy against Nixon. Since I had only a very
superficial knowledge of American politics, I joined the League of Women Voters
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in our neighborhood as a guest. Thus I got a realistic picture of the different
levels of decision making. While I had thought that there were but two parties
and only national elections, I found out that there were also a number of local and
state issues, almost like in Switzerland, only on a wider scale. I enjoyed the
relaxed atmosphere of the LWV meetings as compared to the formality of the
"Frauenstimmrechtsverband" in Basel, where the correctness of the proceedings
was most important. As long as we did not have the right to vote, we timidly
groped our way towards political equality which had to be granted to us by men.
Today we have one woman in the Federal Council, a number of women in the
two federal chambers and many in the cantonal and local legislative and executive
bodies. We have somewhat caught up.
The Potomac Appalachian Trail Club (PATC) was another group where
I learned a lot about the United States and the Americans. In the hot summer of
1958 we had become homesick for the green meadows and woods of Switzerland.
A notice in the Washington Post advertising "Rock Creek Park Day" invited us
to join a group of hikers who introduced newcomers to the joys of outdoor life.
We were delighted to find out about Sunday hikes in the Blue Ridge Mountains
and all about the Appalachian Trail. One summer we also spent two weeks in a
PATC camp in the Grand Tetons. There we lived in two abandoned houses near
the Snake River with beavers and moose as neighbors and a considerable family
of mice who enjoyed our leftovers and toilet paper. The household chores were
organized cleverly: couples were separated so everybody did his best. The 14
club members were interesting and congenial company, no show-offs nor
pontificating.

In the Blue Ridge we also shared in the trail maintenance

expeditions: the men, wielding saws and machetes, the women with paint brushes
and pails. Fallen trees and branches had to be cut and removed, blue blazes had
to be freshened up. I remember gratefully the many days spent in the Blue Ridge
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where laurel and dogwood and so many wild flowers were blooming. Of course
we also went hiking on our own, be it with American friends or with Swiss
colleagues who were also homesick.
A friend from the PATC introduced me to a group of women who met
regularly in order to keep up their French. We read French books that were not
too difficult for people with a scant reading knowledge, i.e. Colette, Marcel
Pagnol and Ramuz' Aline. The level of spoken French was not very high, but
we enjoyed each other's company and had an excellent time. We still are in
touch.
Before we moved to Washington we had been living in Basel as a closely
knit family. When we returned to Switzerland in 1970, we were grandparents.
Our oldest daughter, who had joined us in 1958 after finishing high school in
Basel, applied to the Curtis Institute in Philadelphia, became a cellist and later,
due to her marriage to a person from India, an ethnomusicologist. She teaches
at the University of Alberta in Canada. Our second daughter graduated from the
School of Languages and Linguistics at Georgetown University with a diploma
in interpretation and translation.

She is now living in La Chaux-de-Fonds,

Switzerland, with her family. Our youngest daughter had left Switzerland with
us in 1957. She went to Bethesda Chevy Chase High School for a year, but
.decided to return to Switzerland to finish her education there. She graduated in
zoology at the University of Zurich and is now living with her family in
Kristiansand, Norway.
My husband worked in Bern for the last five years before his retirement.
As passionate hikers we enjoy the proximity of the Alps and we love the beautiful
city of Bern where we have made many friends. But we still remember with
gratitude our years in Washington; they have widened our horizons and taught us
understanding and tolerance for different mentalities.
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